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Understanding
Ellen White
BY MERLIN D. BURT

E

ELLEN WHITE’S PASSION FOR THE LOVE OF GOD IN CHRIST

CHILDHOOD CONVERSION AND EARLY VISIONS
llen White grew up in an intensely religious home. Her father was a class leader in the Methodist Church and even
helped start a branch congregation on the south side of Portland, Maine, U.S.A., during the early 1840s. Ellen’s
childhood and teenage personality was introverted and melancholy. She had an intense inner life with high personal

expectations. Probably her principal fault as a child was keeping things bottled up inside. This resulted in a lengthy emotional
struggle without answers to critical questions. Her conversion spanned a period of about seven years and went through three
phases. She experienced a deathbed conversion, wrestled with justification and forgiveness of sin, and finally the issue of sanctification and holiness in terms of the second coming of Jesus.1
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my inner thoughts and feelings. I tried to shield myself from
His gaze, feeling unable to endure His searching eyes; but He
drew near with a smile, and laying His hand upon my head,
said, “Fear not.” The sound of His sweet voice thrilled my
heart with happiness it had never before experienced. I was
too joyful to utter a word, but, overcome with emotion, sank
prostrate at His feet.”2
This view of Jesus was not a prophetic dream but rather
a personal dream that gave her courage to talk with her
mother about her doubts and fears. This led to the final step
in Ellen’s conversion process. Eunice Harmon arranged for
Ellen to talk with Levi Stockman, a Methodist Adventist
minister whom she trusted. Stockman, who would die of
tuberculosis before the 1844 Disappointment, was a man of
deep spiritual experience. Perhaps for the first time, Ellen Harmon opened her heart and told all of her troubles.
When she had finally poured out all of her sorrows, doubts
and fears, she saw that Stockman was weeping as well. The
critical help he gave her would affect her for the rest of her
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Her accident, which probably occurred in 1836 or 1837,
set a new course for her life. A stone thrown by an older
schoolmate broke her nose and made her a virtual invalid
for the remainder of her childhood. Because of her injury, it
was thought that she would die. In her weakness, she simply
gave her heart to Jesus and found peace. However, as she
recovered from her accident, she entered a new phase in her
conversion process.
Her accident interrupted her educational plans and produced bitter thoughts toward God. The next pivotal experience of her conversion was realizing that Jesus could forgive
her sins, which she experienced at an 1841 Methodist camp
meeting in Buxton, Maine, U.S.A.
At the lowest point in her experience, she had a dream
of seeing Jesus.
“There was no mistaking that beautiful countenance;
that expression of benevolence and majesty could belong to
no other. As His gaze rested upon me, I knew at once that
He was acquainted with every circumstance of my life and all
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life. He changed her view of God, she wrote of this interview:
“My views of the Father were changed. I now looked upon
Him as a kind and tender parent, rather than a stern tyrant
compelling men to a blind obedience. My heart went out toward Him in a deep and fervent love. Obedience to His will
seemed a joy; it was a pleasure to be in His service.”3 In later
years, the paternal love of God became Ellen White’s favorite
theme.4 She also taught that it was Jesus’ favorite theme.5 Her
favorite song was “Jesus, Lover of My Soul,” by John Wesley.6
To illustrate her passion on this topic, I quote the following:
“All the paternal love which has come down from generation to generation through the channel of human hearts,
all the springs of tenderness which have opened in the souls
of men, are but as a tiny rill to the boundless ocean when
compared with the infinite exhaustless love of God. Tongue
cannot utter it; pen cannot portray it. You may meditate
upon it every day of your life; you may search the Scriptures
diligently in order to understand it; you may summon every
power and capability that God has given you, in the endeavor
to comprehend the love and compassion of the heavenly Father; and yet there is an infinity beyond. You may study that
love for ages; yet you can never fully comprehend the length
and the breadth, the depth and the height, of the love of God
in giving His Son to die for the world. Eternity itself can never fully reveal it. Yet as we study the Bible and meditate upon
the life of Christ and the plan of redemption, these great
themes will open to our understanding more and more.”7
Her entire great controversy narrative is framed by this
theme. She wrote on the great controversy between 1858
and the end of her life. She published three sets of books
which culminated in the five-volume Conflict of the Ages
series that is so beloved today. Ellen White wrote this series
in terms of the love of God. The first book, Patriarchs and
Prophets, begins with the words: “God is love.” (I John 4:16),
His nature, His law, is love. It ever has been; it ever will be.”
The last book, The Great Controversy, ends with the following
words: “One pulse of harmony and gladness beats through
the vast creation. . . . From the minutest atom to the greatest
world, all things, animate and inanimate, in their unshadowed beauty and perfect joy, declare that God is love.”8 Her
most translated and widely read book is Steps to Christ. The
first chapter of this book is on the love of God.
Sometimes people do not realize that Ellen White’s first
three major prophetic visions during 1844 and 1845 had Jesus
at the center. In her first vision — the Midnight Cry, it is Jesus that the Advent people were following on the path. When
they were discouraged, Jesus raised His arm, and a light
“waved over the Advent band.” In her second major vision
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— the Bridegroom, it was Jesus that led His people from the
holy to most holy place of the heavenly sanctuary. In her third
major vision — the New Earth, it was Jesus who personally
showed Ellen White the future glories of the new earth.

ELLEN WHITE AND SCRIPTURE
The second key focus for correctly interpreting Ellen
G. White and her writings is her continuous alignment with
Scripture. One of the fundamental tenets of the Seventh-day
Adventist Church is that the gifts of the Spirit listed by the
apostle Paul in Romans 12:4–8, Ephesians 4:11–13 and
I Corinthians 12:27–31, extend beyond the first century
A.D. and may be expected until the second coming of Christ.
Among these gifts is prophecy, which Adventist believe was
manifested in the life and ministry of Ellen White.9
This belief has led to misunderstanding by some Protestants who conclude that a modern manifestation of the gift
of prophecy undermines one of the fundamental tenets of
the Reformation — sola Scriptura. Since Adventists believe in
the legitimacy of an end-time manifestation of the prophetic
gift, some have concluded that they treat the writings of Ellen
White as additional scripture. This conclusion is incorrect.

ADVENTIST HISTORICAL UNDERSTANDING
OF ELLEN WHITE’S WRITINGS
Adventists historically have followed the restorationist
approach to Scripture that rejects creeds and tradition as
authoritative. They seek to subject the centuries of Christian
institutional, liturgical and doctrinal development to the
direct scrutiny and critique of Scripture in order to construct
a biblical faith. Two of the three principal founders of the
Seventh-day Adventist Church, James White and Joseph
Bates, came from the Northern New England branch of the
Christian Connexion Church. They brought to Adventism a
firm sola Scriptura a priori. Though Adventists now have a statement of fundamental beliefs, they do not view it as creedal,
but rather representative of their views. Over the years, their
statement of beliefs has been revised and enlarged. The preamble to the statement of fundamental beliefs reads:
“Seventh-day Adventists accept the Bible as their only
creed and hold certain fundamental beliefs to be the teachings of the Holy Scriptures. These beliefs, as set forth here,
constitute the church’s understanding and expression of the
teaching of Scripture. Revision of these statements may be
expected at a General Conference session when the church is
led by the Holy Spirit to a fuller understanding of Bible truth
or finds better language to express the teachings of God’s
Holy Word.”10
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From the very beginning of their movement, Seventh-day Adventists have decisively looked to the Bible alone
to settle questions of doctrine and practice. The first fundamental belief currently reads:
“The Holy Scriptures, Old and New Testaments, are the
written Word of God, given by divine inspiration through
holy men of God who spoke and wrote as they were moved
by the Holy Spirit. In this Word, God has committed to man
the knowledge necessary for salvation. The Holy Scriptures
are the infallible revelation of His will. They are the standard
of character, the test of experience, the authoritative revealer
of doctrines and the trustworthy record of God’s acts in history (2 Peter 1:20, 21; 2 Tim. 3:16, 17; Ps. 119:105; Prov. 30:5, 6;
Isa. 8:20; John 17:17; I Thess. 2:13; Heb. 4:12).”11
In A Word to the “Little Flock,” the first publication of Sabbatarian Adventists, James White wrote: “The Bible [sic] is
a perfect and complete revelation. It is our only rule of faith
and practice.”12 Nine years later he wrote: “I still say that the
Bible is my rule of faith and practice, and in saying this, I
do not reject the Holy Spirit in its diversity of operations.”13
In 1863, James White wrote: “When we claim to stand on
the Bible and the Bible alone, we bind ourselves to receive,
unequivocally and fully, all that the Bible teaches.”14 Uriah
Smith, longtime editor of the Review and Herald, wrote in 1868:
“The Bible is able to make us wise unto salvation, and
thoroughly furnish us unto all good works. Do the visions
propose to invade this field, and erect a new standard, and
give us another rule of faith and practice? Nothing of the
kind. On the contrary, they are ever in harmony with the
word, and ever refer to that as the test and standard.”15
James White’s reason for accepting the legitimacy of
post-New Testament prophetic manifestations was based
on his understanding of Scripture. He quoted Joel 2:28–30
and Acts 2:17–20 and wrote: “Dreams and visions are among
the signs that precede the great and notable day of the Lord.
. . . I know that this is a very unpopular position to hold on
this subject even among Adventists; but I choose to believe
the word of the Lord on this point, rather than the teachings
of men.”16 In 1868 James White remained consistent in his
position of Scripture. He wrote:
“We now see the gifts of the Spirit occupying their proper
place. They are not manifested to give a rule of faith and practice. We already have a rule that is perfect in the Sacred Writings. They [the gifts] were not designed to take the place of
the Scriptures. And they are not given because the Scriptures
are an imperfect rule of faith and practice. But in consequence
of the errors of God’s professed people, in departing from the
perfect rule, the Bible as their lamp and guide.”17
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These statements are representative of the consistent
early Seventh-day Adventist position on sola Scriptura. Early
Adventists steadfastly affirmed the unique authority of the
Bible as normative in matters of faith and practice. Their
reason for believing in the manifestation of the prophetic
gift beyond the New Testament era was founded on biblical
arguments. This early position has remained consistent to
the present as demonstrated by the current Seventh-day
Adventist statement of fundamental beliefs.
Excerpts from Merlin Burt’s entry in The Gift of Prophecy in Scripture and History,
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